The need to educate primary care physicians to provide oncologic services: a changing focus.
The traditional role of primary care physicians (PCPs) in cancer care has been primarily cancer detection, and their training and education were similarly oriented. Propelled by the changing health care delivery system, this role is now expanding substantially. A survey of 31 health maintenance organizations active in the New York market area was performed. The HMOs were grouped into three main categories according to method of payment of the physician. Patient care responsibilities vary depending on the method of payment but stay constant within the group. Of 19 HMOs that responded to the survey, 13 had shifted much of the responsibilities for diagnosis and treatment decisions to the PCP. A national survey of all academic radiation oncology program directors in the United States, as well as training programs of primary care physicians, showed a unanimous lack of educational or training programs or opportunities to familiarize the PCP with radiation oncology as a therapeutic discipline and with its after-therapy requirements. This deficiency extended also to multimodality training and other aspects. The internal medicine programs surveyed scored only an average of 1.25 out of a possible 5 in education areas directly related to oncology training. These programs comprised 78% of the residents of all programs surveyed. The information gathered from these surveys reveals a shift towards mandating the provision of oncologic services by PCPs, who have inadequate training in oncology, with no system in place to remedy the deficiencies except on-the-job training. The inevitability of the changing role of the PCP must be accompanied by either an expansion of residency programs to encompass training in important aspects of oncology care or expansion and formalization of continuing education programs to achieve the same objective.